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The Mexican government has launched a major campaign to prevent the extinction of the small
porpoise in the Gulf of California. The project, with technical assistance from international
organizations, seeks to prevent further loss of the porpoises, also known as the vaquita marina,
whose numbers have dwindled significantly in recent years.
As part of the project, the Mexican government has started a program to greatly reduce commercial
fishing in the waters inhabited by the mammal, which is found nowhere else on Earth but the
northern areas of the Gulf of Baja California. Mexico will also receive some assistance through the
Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC), an agency created under the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).

Numbers dwindle significantly
Mexican and international officials estimate that no more than 150 vaquitas marinas now inhabit
the shallow waters in the Upper Gulf of California and Colorado River Delta Biosphere Reserve.
The survival of the mammal, which is only about 1.5 meters long, is threatened by the local fishing
industry, which uses gill nets to catch shrimp, mackerel, and sharks.
"The situation is critical," said Adrian Fernandez Bremauntz, president of the semi-independent
Instituto Nacional de Ecologia (INE), which works closely with the Secretaria del Medio Ambiente
y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT). "Our studies indicate that about 150 porpoises are left in the
area."
Occasionally, porpoises become trapped in fishing gill nets and perish. The INE says this has
occurred about 20 or 30 times in recent months, leading to concerns that the numbers could drop
below 100. If this occurs, the numbers of sexually mature adults would drop below viable levels to
allow the species to survive. "We have one or two years," Omar Vidal, director of the World Wildlife
Fund (WWF) in Mexico, told The New York Times.
As part of its plan to save the vaquita marina, President Felipe Calderon's administration has started
to pay individuals and cooperatives that fish in the northernmost areas of the Gulf of California
to change their fishing habits. Since 2006, the government has spent the equivalent of about US
$20 million, mainly in payments to 800 of the 4,000 fishing operations that have registered in the
area of Baja California and Sonora where the porpoises reside. The fishing operations are near
the communities of Puerto Penasco in Sonora and San Felipe and Santa Clara in Baja California.
Many individuals have agreed to take the government payments, which they are using to start new
businesses or to acquire more environmentally friendly nets, which have been developed by the
WWF.
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Environment Secretary Juan Elvira Quesada said the government plans to spend an additional
US$13 million in the next budget cycle to continue efforts to save the porpoises. Prominent
environmental activist Gabriel Quadri de la Torre said the government made the proper decision in
moving to compensate individuals and cooperatives that make a living from fishing. "For legitimate
fishers, this is the only way to make a living," Quadri said in a column published in the Mexico City
business daily newspaper El Economista.
Quadri, who directed the INE during the adminstration of former President Ernesto Zedillo,
expressed regret that action was not taken sooner, which could have prevented the current situation
of near-extinction for the vaquita marina. He noted that the government structure during the Zedillo
administration placed fisheries and environmental protection in the same department, then known
as the Secretaria del Medio Ambiente, Recursos Naturales y Pesca (SEMARNAP). This contradiction
left the agency with the dilemma of protecting the fishing industry or protecting the environment,
which led to very little action on this issue.
The oversight of fisheries was moved to the agriculture secretariat during the administration of
President Vicente Fox, leaving the new agency, SEMARNAT, to concentrate fully on environmental
protection. "The danger of extinction for the vaquita was known for at least a decade," said Quadri.
"But now there is hope.... Semarnat's role is more clearly defined." Other environmental advocates
agree the government's action is urgent to prevent the vaquita from meeting the same fate as a
relative, the Chinese River dolphin, which has become extinct. "I see this as our last opportunity,"
said Vidal, a biologist who has conducted research on the vaquita for a quarter century.
Vaquita Marina, an organization created to save the porpoises, said the species was unknown to
science until about 50 years ago. The species is now part of the Red List of Threatened Species
developed by the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN).
"Given what is known about fishing history in the northern Gulf of California and the vaquita's
vulnerability to entanglement in gill nets, it is reasonable to assume that the porpoise population has
been declining since the 1940s when gill-net fisheries became widespread in the region," said the
IUCN.

NAFTA environmental agency also assists in effort
The Montreal-based CEC has also intervened in the case, announcing plans in late October to
coordinate efforts by the governments of Mexico, the US, and Canada to save the vaquita marina.
Scientists, academics, and environmental organizations from the three countries will work together
on this effort. "Unless we take firm steps to promote conservation of this species, the size of the
population could drop to only 50 adults in the next two years," said the CEC.
As part of this effort, the INE is also working with the California-based Southwest Fisheries Science
Center (SWFSC) to develop sonar equipment to better track the movements of the porpoises
within their habitat, both during the day and during the night. The SWFSC is affiliated with the
US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). INE president Adrian Fernandez
offered reassurances that the equipment in no way will interfere with the daily lives of the
porpoises.
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The CEC will also be working on developing shrimping methods in the biosphere that will not
interfere with the vaquita marina. Carlos Alberto Tirado Pineda, who represents the shrimping
industry in the area, said local fishers are prepared for the changes. "Everything is possible, saving
the porpoises and the fishing industry, so long as we work in harmony," Tirado told the Cuban news
agency Prensa Latina.
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